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Assignment 1 – 
Document Analysis of the Republican Proclamation of 1916.
                             







	










	

The 'Proclamation of the Irish Republic' was a pivotal moment in both Irish and British history. On Easter Monday, 24th April 1916, Patrick Pearse, while protected by armed guards, addressed the citizens of Dublin from outside the General Post Office (GPO), the newly appointed headquarters for the rebels. He announced the ‘Proclamation of the Irish Republic’[footnoteRef:1] and expressed the desire for Ireland to separate and become a sovereign independent state. This declaration aimed to spark a national rebellion and ultimately secure Ireland's independence, paving the way for significant political changes in the country. The conflict ultimately resulted in a week of intense fighting and the defeat of the rebels, with tragic losses amounting to over 480 individuals,[footnoteRef:2] the majority of whom were civilians. Despite this, the 'Proclamation of the Irish Republic' became the founding document for an independent state, served as the Declaration of Irish Independence and paved the way for the Easter Rising.[footnoteRef:3] [1:   National Library of Ireland, 1916 : The Easter proclamation of the Irish Republic, 23 April 1916, 14A 597.]  [2:  Central Statistics Office, Life in 1916 Ireland: Stories from statistics (2025) <https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-1916/1916irl/society/crime/#:~:text=Number%20of%20persons%20killed%20and%20wounded%20during%20Easter%20Rising&text=The%20Statistical%20Tables%20of%20the,policemen%20and%20310%20were%20civilians> [accessed 27 June 2025].]  [3:  National Army Museum, Easter Rising (2025) <https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/easter-rising> [accessed 20 June 2025].] 

During this period in Ireland, the country was facing considerable social and economic challenges. Many individuals worked tirelessly every day merely to make ends meet, yet they still found themselves living in impoverished conditions. Home Rule was introduced by the British in 1912 to allow them to gain control over their domestic affairs and separate them from the control of the British Parliament. They were granted limited self-governance through the Government of Ireland Act 1914[footnoteRef:4] which received Royal Assent in September 1914. However, the implementation of the Act was delayed due to the First World War and was never reintroduced. The subsequent events of the Easter Rising significantly hindered any chance of the Act being reintroduced. The division of Ireland resulted in the establishment of two distinct territories: Northern Ireland, which continued to be governed by British authority, and the South, which transitioned into the Republic of Ireland and remains the same today. [4:  Government of Ireland Act 1914, c.9. (London: House of Commons, 1914), <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliamentandireland/collections/home-rule-1914/gov-of-ireland-act-1914/#:~:text=The%20Government%20of%20Ireland%20Act,part%20of%20the%20United%20Kingdom> [accessed 20 June 2025].] 

The First World War began on 28th July 1914, and Ireland automatically became involved in the conflict shortly thereafter, on 4th August 1914, as it was part of the United Kingdom, which declared war on the Central Powers. Approximately 80,000 Irishmen enlisted to fight for the British.[footnoteRef:5] By Easter Monday in 1916, Ireland was heavily involved in the war, representing Britain and her Commonwealth countries, creating a tense atmosphere that laid the groundwork for a pivotal uprising on Irish soil. The rebel leaders appeared politically intelligent, recognising that the war diverted Britain's attention away from their domestic issues, thereby providing a strategic opportunity for rebellion. In preparation for the Easter Rising, Irish soldiers fighting for the British in the campaigns of the First World War were reportedly paid to misplace their weapons deliberately. This strategic manoeuvre provided the rebels with a considerable modern arsenal that was compatible with British arms. Such actions indicate that the uprising was meticulously planned and that the key figures involved possessed a substantial understanding of military strategy and planning.  [5:  GPO Museum, Our History (2025) <https://www.gpomuseum.ie/explore/history/> [accessed 20 June 2025].] 

The 'Proclamation of the Irish Republic' was signed by seven individuals: Thomas J. Clarke,[footnoteRef:6] Seán Mac Diarmada,[footnoteRef:7] Patrick H. Pearse,[footnoteRef:8] James Connolly,[footnoteRef:9] Thomas MacDonagh[footnoteRef:10], Éamonn Ceannt[footnoteRef:11] and Joseph Plunket[footnoteRef:12] all of whom where key individuals in the Easter Rising and would of had a significant role in the planning and execution of the rebellion. Although their hard work may have ultimately failed, it became instrumental in the fight for Irish independence. These individuals emerged as prominent rebel leaders within the Irish nationalist movement, notably those affiliated with the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB),[footnoteRef:13] the Irish Citizen Army,[footnoteRef:14] and the Irish Volunteers.[footnoteRef:15] They brought a wealth of knowledge to these organisations. The rebel leaders in question exhibited remarkable military strategies and outstanding communication abilities. Their actions were driven by a profound commitment to advancing Irish nationalism and a willingness to make the ultimate sacrifice for the cause.  [6:  National Library of Ireland, Tom Clarke, member of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic (2016) <https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/sevensignatories/tomclarke/> [accessed 20 June 2025].]  [7:  National Library of Ireland, Seán MacDiarmada, member of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic (2016) <https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/sevensignatories/seanmacdiarmada/> [accessed 20 June 2025].]  [8:  National Library of Ireland, President of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic (2016) <https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/sevensignatories/patrickpearse/> [accessed 20 June 2025].]  [9:  National Library of Ireland, James Connolly, Vice-President of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic (2016) <https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/sevensignatories/jamesconnolly/> [accessed 20 June 2025].]  [10:  National Library of Ireland, Thomas MacDonagh, member of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic and commandant of the 2nd Battalion of the Irish Volunteers (2016) < https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/sevensignatories/thomasmacdonagh/> [accessed 20 June 2025].]  [11:  National Library of Ireland, Éamonn Ceannt, member of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic and commandant of the 4th Battalion of the Irish Volunteers (2016) <https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/sevensignatories/eamonnceannt/> [accessed 20 June 2025].]  [12:  National Library of Ireland, Joseph Plunkett, member of the Provisional Government of the Irish Republic (2016) <https://www.nli.ie/1916/exhibition/en/content/sevensignatories/josephplunkett/> [accessed 27 June 2025].]  [13:  Irish Republican Brotherhood, Introduction To Irish Republican Brotherhood (2024) <https://irishrepublicanbrotherhood.ie> [accessed 20 June 2025].]  [14:  The Irish War, Irish Citizen Army (2025) <https://www.theirishwar.com/organizations/irish-citizen-army/> [accessed 27 June 2025].]  [15:  Irish Volunteers, History of The Irish Volunteers (2025) <https://irishvolunteers.org/pages/history-of-the-irish-volunteers/> [accessed 27 June 2025].
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The aim of the 'Proclamation of the Irish Republic' was to declare Ireland an independent republic, severing all connections with Britain and establishing its interim government, ready to assume control of Ireland. It outlined the history of the Irish rebels and their vision for the nation's future. Speaking on behalf of the Irish people, the Proclamation conveyed their collective hopes and aspirations, emphasising the importance of unity for a free Ireland. However, the rebel leaders also made it clear that supporting their cause required a deep commitment, even the readiness to sacrifice one's life for the fight for independence: 
'In this supreme hour the Irish nation must, by its valour and discipline, and by the readiness of its children to sacrifice themselves for the common good, prove itself worthy of the august destiny to which it is called.'[footnoteRef:16] [16:  National Library of Ireland, 14A 597.] 

In the Proclamation, the use of this sentence 'relying in the first on her own strength, she strikes in full confidence of victory'[footnoteRef:17] implies that the leaders expressed a strong belief in their own strength, stating that they act with complete confidence in their impending victory. This suggests a reliance on their military forces to achieve success. However, there seems to be an underlying doubt regarding this confidence. They may have been aware of Britain's superiority and the likelihood of their own failure. The question remains: how long could they maintain this illusion of victory before facing the inevitable reality of defeat?  [17:  National Library of Ireland, 14A 597.] 

The rebel leaders made a significant statement by addressing both Irish men and Irish women in the Proclamation. The use of capital letters for "Irish Men" and "Irish Women" creates a bold impact and highlights this notable move, especially considering that women at the time did not have the right to vote, a situation similar to that in Britain. Despite this limitation, Irish women played an active role in the struggle for independence, standing shoulder to shoulder with men. Research regarding the Easter Rising indicates that the Dublin Metropolitan Police District documented a total of 1,784 arrests within the Dublin area.[footnoteRef:18] This statistic highlights the scale of policing activities in response to the insurrection, reflecting both the societal tensions of the period and the British attempts to maintain order during a significant uproar in Irish history. Among those arrested, 76 were women.[footnoteRef:19] A total of 88 people faced court martial proceedings, which included one woman; ultimately, 14 men were executed, while 72 men and one woman were imprisoned.[footnoteRef:20] Additionally, of the individuals who were arrested but not tried, 947 were interned, including three women.[footnoteRef:21] The Proclamation emphasised the principles of equality, asserting that 'civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its citizens'.[footnoteRef:22] It conveyed a message of inclusivity, indicating that the envisioned changes were meant to benefit all Irish people—whether from the north or South, regardless of their religious affiliation—despite their differences. Their decision to include not just women in their vision for independence demonstrates an awareness of their vital role in the struggle and a commitment to a shared cause. The rebel leaders recognised the importance of rights for everyone, including women, reflecting a surprisingly modern outlook for that era.   [18:  Central Statistics Office, 2025.]  [19:  Central Statistics Office, 2025.]  [20:  Central Statistics Office, 2025.]  [21:  Central Statistics Office, 2025.]  [22:  National Library of Ireland, 14A 597.] 


The Proclamation highlights the support the movement has received from America and what it terms "gallant allies in Europe".[footnoteRef:23] The term "gallant allies in Europe" intriguingly refers to Imperial Germany, which is particularly notable in the context of Britain's ongoing conflict with them. This highlights the complexity of alliances during that period. This suggests that Germany viewed the opportunity to ally with the Irish, seeking to collaborate against Britain and strike from both sides in their mutual opposition. It is evident that the British regarded the alliance between the rebels and Imperial Germany as a significant threat. This collaboration undoubtedly heightened concerns about national security and disrupted the prevailing geopolitical dynamics. It created a lack of trust, raising concerns about their loyalty to Britain and intentions due to their alliances with the enemy. This might explain the execution of the rebel leaders and other followers. [23:  National Library of Ireland, 14A 597.] 

It is intriguing to note that the Proclamation, created by those seeking independence from Britain and its sovereign state, is composed in English rather than in Gaeilge/ Irish. The only words in Gaeilge are 'Poblacht NA H Eirenann',[footnoteRef:24] which means the 'Republic of Ireland'. This choice of language raises questions about linguistic identity and the cultural implications of their struggle for freedom. The choice to conduct the proceedings in English likely stemmed from a desire for clarity and inclusivity, ensuring that all parties involved, including the public and British representatives, could understand the discussions. At the time, English was commonly spoken in Ireland, which further facilitated the sharing of their message to a broader audience. In the 1911 census, it was reported that only 17.6% of the population was able to speak Irish. This statistic sheds light on the decision to conduct the census in English, reflecting the linguistic landscape of the time.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  National Library of Ireland, 14A 597.]  [25:  Central Statistics Office, Life in 1916 Ireland: Stories from statistics (2025) <https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-1916/1916irl/introduction/> [accessed 27 June 2025].] 

The Proclamation appears to have been hurriedly prepared, as it was created just the night before the rebellion. This urgency may have contributed to delays, particularly due to difficulties in obtaining the correct letters for the fonts required for printing the transcript. Additionally, it was noted that many individuals present had trouble understanding the content being communicated. The reading of the Proclamation proved challenging for me, as I struggled to grasp its meaning even after multiple attempts. It led me to question how the general populace of that time could have understood such a complex document. Despite MacDonagh's poetic background, which one might expect to simplify the text, it did not remain easy. I found the term "children" in the Proclamation somewhat confusing at first, as it refers to the People of Ireland rather than implying young individuals. Over time, I recognised this metaphor, similar to how countries are often personified as "her." Additionally, my research highlights that many contemporary interpretations have shifted the term "Children of Ireland"[footnoteRef:26] to mean young people or children, which diverges from its original intent in the Proclamation.[footnoteRef:27] Referring to all Irish citizens as "children" conveys a powerful message of equality within the new state. This phrasing suggests that every individual, regardless of their background, is seen as equal in the eyes of the government and society.  [26:  National Library of Ireland, 14A 597.]  [27:  Professor of History, ‘Patrick Geoghegan, The Proclamation – The Spirit of 1916 Captured on a Piece of Paper’, Trinity College Dublin, 1 February 2016. <https://www.tcd.ie/news_events/articles/the-proclamation--the-spirit-of-1916-captured-on-a-piece-of-paper/>  [accessed 20 June 2025].] 

A total of 2,500 copies of the Proclamation were initially produced; however, only a small number remain today.[footnoteRef:28] This scarcity implies that British authorities aimed to suppress the ideas within the document, which sought to convey a significant message to the nation. For the rebels, the Proclamation was crucial, as it outlined their aspirations to establish an independent state. This likely motivated the British efforts to control its dissemination and limit its influence. The British may have used the Proclamation to justify their view of the rebels' actions, which could have ultimately led to the execution of many individuals involved in the rebellion, especially those who signed the Proclamation.  [28:  Trinity College Dublin, Week 1, Lecture 2: The 1916 Proclamation [video]. 2015 <https://youtu.be/MpHlV48jh80?feature=shared> [accessed 20 June 2025].] 

The event, often regarded as a failure, had a profound impact on Irish history, particularly through the Proclamation, which played a crucial role in shaping the Irish War of Independence in 1919[footnoteRef:29] its impact resonates even today among many Irish citizens. Although the initial outcomes of the Easter Rising were complex, the commitment of its rebel leaders ultimately led to the establishment of Southern Ireland as a sovereign state in 1922, while the northern part remained under British control. This led to the formation of the Republic of Ireland, which gained independence from Britain, thereby gaining complete control over its legal, educational, and healthcare systems, among other areas of governance. [29:  National Army Museum, Irish War of Independence (2025) <https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/irish-war-independence> [accessed 20 June 2025].] 


Conclusion:
The "Proclamation of the Irish Republic" marked a pivotal moment for the British Empire, signalling the beginning of the rebels' struggle for independence. It was groundbreaking in its call for unity, emphasising equality by recognising individuals regardless of their gender or religious affiliation. This message motivated numerous people to join the fight for independence, as they shared a common objective despite their diverse backgrounds and experiences.
The rebel leaders formed an alliance with the enemies of their ruling country at a time when those leaders were already under significant pressure. This strategy could have been advantageous for both the rebels and the Germans. However, their choice to publicise this collaboration in the Proclamation may have had unintended negative consequences, ultimately leading to the execution of the rebel leaders and some of their followers.
During a pivotal time in history, the rebel leaders sought to treat women as equals, contrasting sharply with Britain, which did not recognise women as even semi-equal until the First World War, when men were fighting in Europe and there was a pressing need for women to fill essential roles. Interestingly, it is particularly noteworthy that seven men, in their quest for Irish independence, not only sought the support of women but also acknowledged their contributions to society. Their efforts to include women in the key documents of Irish independence underscored a significant shift in perspective, highlighting the crucial role women played in the movement.
In their quest for an independent Ireland, the rebel leaders chose to write the Proclamation in English rather than in Irish. The decision made by the rebel leaders is undeniably significant. The decision was likely intended to broaden their audience, as English has a broader reach than Irish, which, despite its heritage, is less commonly spoken in Ireland today. This choice reflects a pragmatic approach aimed at maximising the impact of their message.
Initially, many individuals struggled to understand the intentions of Pearse and the other rebel leaders during the Easter Rising. However, over time, public perception shifted, and today the Proclamation is viewed as a significant document in Irish history. The Easter Rising remains an event that continues to be discussed and studied, underscoring its profound impact and the lasting effects it has had on both Ireland and the United Kingdom.
While the events that followed the Proclamation may have been perceived as failures, the rebels regarded their actions as successful. The rebel leaders' commitment to the ideals expressed in the Proclamation demonstrated their integrity and unwavering belief in the cause, ultimately paving the way for Ireland's independence from Britain. Unknown to them at the time, their ideals would eventually prove successful in the years to come, laying the groundwork for Ireland's eventual independence.
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